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This article presents an empirical investigation of students’ opinions about summary/reaction 
journals and their practices in writing those journals within a percussion methods course. An 
end-of-semester questionnaire was given to students as a means of measuring their perceptions 
about the journal component of the course. Findings indicate that students did refer to the 
assignment guidelines while preparing to write their journals. Furthermore, students claim that 
the journal requirement led them to review course content and prompted their learning about 
percussion. However, questions remain about the depth of that review and learning. 
Recommendations for pedagogy of music methods classes and future research are included. 
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Music methods courses often focus solely on performing techniques and teaching 
strategies. This focus is appropriate; after all, the future success of preservice teachers who take 
methods courses may well depend on these techniques and strategies. Still, this focus leaves a 
gap in methods students’ abilities to the extent that performance techniques and teaching 
strategies take precedence over cognitive skills. Yet, cognitive skills are essential in the field of 
music education (Blocher, Greenwood, & Shellahamer, 1997) and, more specifically, in learning 
to play a percussion instrument (Knowlton, 2010; Mixon, 2002). To fill the gap, some professors 
of methods courses have shifted toward cognitive-based assignments (e.g., Barry, 1996; Conway, 
1997; Shand, 1996). One example of such an assignment is the use of journal writing. This paper 
offers an empirical examination of students’ opinions about writing summary/reaction journals 
within a percussion methods course. 
The Value of Journals in College Music Courses 
Summary/reaction journals can provide students with opportunities to create their own 
learning (Knowlton, Eschmann, Fish, Heffren, & Voss, 2004). In general, summary/reaction 
journals support a view of writing as a tool that allows one to “analyze and understand 
experiences” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008, p. 131). Writing can be a type of “self-communication 
that brings order” and “gives the mind a disciplined means of expression” (Csikszentmihalyi, 
2008, p. 131). As students generate language within a journal, they discover their own ideas 
(Blackmore, 2002; Thomeczek, Knowlton, & Sharp, 2005). This type of discovery produces a 
more meaningful and thorough type of learning than would a less generative activity, as 
generating language requires students to engage in cognitive construction and reconstruction. 
Cognitive tasks are more durable than tasks in which students function as mental receptacles for 
already-constructed information (Fitzgerald & Shanahan, 2000; Morrison & Guenther, 2000). 
2
Visions of Research in Music Education, Vol. 22 [2012], Art. 3
https://opencommons.uconn.edu/vrme/vol22/iss1/3
 3 
Because the act of writing summary/reaction journals promotes generative discovery by 
requiring students to create their own language and to make that language concrete, students use 
processes that will help them develop metacognition skills. That is, keeping journals can help 
students learn how to learn (Thomeczek et al., 2005). 
The notion of students developing metacognitive skills through articulating their own 
ideas is particularly important within the process of becoming a professional educator (Clandinin 
& Connelly, 2000). At its broadest theoretical levels, the value of summary/reaction journals in 
education courses originates from Schön (1987), who suggested that reflection-in-action and 
reflection-on-action are essential skills for professionals to develop. These types of reflection 
allow future educators to learn from themselves (Garmon, 2001). As Apfelstadt (1996) noted, 
“[l]earning how to learn remains an essential ingredient of [a future teacher’s] educational 
preparation” (p. 5). 
Even more directly related to the point of this paper, some evidence suggests that 
elaborating on ideas in writing can be useful within music courses (Knowlton, 2007). In essence, 
written elaborations lead to careful thinking and reflection within music study (Barry, 1996; 
Conway, 1997; Shand, 1996; Shiraishi, 1999). Both careful thinking and reflection are important 
to the study of music education, and journals can help students achieve both types of thinking 
(Elliott, 1995). In terms of careful thinking, music teachers must develop habits that allow them 
to think in intellectual and emotional ways (Shiraishi, 1999). They also must think in ways that 
allow for a type of aesthetic appreciation (Broudy, 1994). Brown (2009) found that journal 
writing can help musicians hone these types of thinking. Similarly, reflection is key to an 
innovative approach within music teacher education (Elliott, 1995; Shand, 1996). In music 
courses, reflective writings can broaden and deepen the types of learning that occur (Barney & 
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Mackinlay, 2010). Barry (1994, 1996) agreed and suggested that journal writing can promote 
reflection among preservice music teachers. 
Indeed, the usefulness of journals as a learning tool has been well documented in 
academic literature. What is far less documented, however, is information about students’ 
practices in journal writing and their opinions of journal writing. Do students experience the 
types of discovery that are claimed? Do they value the journal-writing process? Does their 
process allow the benefits of journals to flourish? The empirical study reported in the remainder 
of this paper reports information about students’ practices and opinions in writing journals. 
Context for this Study 
This paper reports a study that was conducted within an undergraduate-level percussion 
methods course at a Midwest university in the United States. Students in this course (N=15) were 
preservice teachers who were majoring in music education. Students were required to complete a 
weekly “attendance journal” in a summary/reaction format. On the first day of class, the course 
professors distributed assignment guidelines to help students understand and complete the 
journals (see Appendix). The use of such specific guidelines followed the advice of Barry (1994, 
1996), who suggested that music methods students need guidelines that address both approaches 
to reflecting and strategies for writing the journal. Furthermore, the assignment guidelines were 
written to reflect Hiemstra’s (2001) view that summary/reaction journals must be informal and 
allow for freedom such that students can generate personal connections to course content.  
Because the journals were written and submitted asynchronously via email, they rarely 
were discussed during class. The journals became an assignment that ran parallel to—albeit 
separate from—other course assignments and activities. At various points during the semester, 
the course professors gave two additional resources to the students in an attempt to scaffold their 
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abilities to write journals. The professors provided both of these resources at the students’ 
request, and each resource was related specifically to the content of the week during which 
students received it. One of these resources was an example journal written by the researcher at 
the end of the sixth week of the course. As a second resource, the researcher presented students 
with a list of suggested reaction topics at the end of week nine of the course. 
Method 
This paper focuses on students’ opinions about summary/reaction journals as well as their 
practices writing the journals. Therefore, data collection and analysis were designed to illuminate 
students’ perceptions. Both collection and analysis also were designed to allow for connections 
between students’ practices and the value of journal writing as reported in the literature. 
Data Collection 
At the semester’s end, the researcher distributed a questionnaire to students following 
their final exam—the last activity of the course. The questionnaire consisted of 19 items that 
were designed to collect data about students’ (a) preparation for writing the journals, (b) 
processes of writing, (c) perceived outcomes, and (d) general attitudes toward the journals. The 
last item on the questionnaire was open-ended and read as follows: “Please use the space below 
to make any comments or share any thoughts that you have about the journals in this course.” 
The first 18 items were five-point Likert-scale items ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly 
disagree.” 
Likert-scale items may not seem to be as statistically robust as other potential item types, 
but their use had two distinct advantages within the context of this study. One advantage was 
based simply upon student familiarity with Likert-scales. Students commonly encounter them on 
end-of-semester evaluations in college courses. Since the main purpose of this study was to 
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gauge students’ opinions and practices through self-reported results, the common use of these 
items allowed students to better focus on reporting their opinions and practices, as opposed to 
deciphering an unfamiliar questionnaire format. A second advantage also was connected to the 
fact that Likert-scales are commonly used on end-of-semester evaluations. Scholarship of 
teaching and learning literature suggests that it is important for pedagogical practices and 
empirical research to coexist in ways that allow pedagogy to be translated into research and 
research to be translated into pedagogy. Doing so better will allow research about teaching and 
learning to contribute to faculty members’ dossiers (Sorcinelli, 2005). Using Likert-scale items 
allowed this to occur in ways that less-commonly-used items would not have allowed. 
While the questionnaire served as the main source of data, additional data that provided 
insight into students’ opinions and practices presented itself. For example, the journals came up 
as a topic within the journals themselves. That is, a type of metajournaling occasionally 
occurred. In these cases, the researcher simply saved those journal entries, allowing those entries 
to become data for this study. In addition, journals came up as topics for discussion both within 
various class sessions and in conversations with the researcher, who served as an assistant to the 
course’s professor-of-record, outside of class. When these conversations occurred via email, the 
researcher kept the email as data; when these conversations were in a non-written form (e.g., 
during class discussion or one-on-one conversations during the researcher’s office hours), the 
researcher kept field notes that summarized key elements of the conversation. These field notes 
were meant to document any insights that the researcher gained regarding students’ opinions and 
perceptions of the journals. 
6




The first 18 items on the questionnaire were coded quantitatively. Specifically, “strongly 
agree” was coded as a 2; “strongly disagree” was coded as a -2. This approach allowed the 
middle choice in the scale—“N = Not sure (neutral)”—to be coded as a 0. With this 
quantification in place, the researcher analyzed the first 18 items by frequency distributions. In 
addition, chi-square probabilities were calculated. A variety of summary statistics also were 
calculated. These statistics included mode, mean, standard deviation, and t-test. 
The qualitative data were analyzed in two different ways. First, the responses to the 
qualitative item on the questionnaire were coded using a type of constant comparative method 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Specifically, the researcher constantly 
compared one response to other responses; furthermore, the researcher considered the responses 
in light of quantitative results. This approach allowed the possibility for the open-ended 
questionnaire responses to coalesce into categories and concepts that could serve as support or 
refutation to other analyzed data. 
Second, the researcher used Van Manen's (1990) "Thematic Analysis" to initially analyze 
episodes of metajournaling, email exchanges with the researcher, and the researcher’s field 
notes. The goal of this analysis was to recover the themes "embodied ...in the evolving meaning 
of the work" (Van Manen, 1990, p. 78). The researcher then synthesized themes into narratives 
that would allow the qualitative data to be reported in anecdotal form. Such an approach was 
consistent with the advice of both Van Manen (1990) and Clandinin and Connelly (2000). 
Findings 
This section begins by reporting the quantitative findings from the questionnaires that 
students returned (N=14). Then, findings from qualitative data are included. 
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Quantitative Results 
Table 1 shows the frequency distributions and chi-square results for the 18 quantitative 
items from the questionnaire. In terms of the chi-square results, only one item yielded 
statistically significant results at the 99% confidence level. This item, number 1, read as follows: 
“I would read the assignment guidelines when preparing to write my journal.” 
Table 1 




Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly	  
Disagree
(2) (1) (0) (-­‐1) (-­‐2)
1
I	  would	  read	  the	  assignment	  guidelines	  when	  preparing	  
to	  write	  my	  journal. 0 8 2 3 1 0.008 ***
2
I	  used	  the	  example	  journal	  as	  a	  guide	  for	  writing	  my	  
own	  journal. 0 4 3 6 1 0.086 *
3
I	  used	  the	  list	  of	  suggestions	  of	  things	  worthy	  of	  
reacting	  to	  (the	  week	  that	  I	  was	  sent	  one)	  to	  write	  my	  
own	  journal.
2 6 3 3 0 0.152
4
I	  thought	  about	  what	  I	  would	  write	  in	  my	  next	  journal	  
before	  I	  sat	  down	  at	  the	  computer	  to	  write	  it. 5 3 1 3 2 0.534
5
I	  would	  begin	  writing	  my	  journal	  not	  knowing	  what	  I	  
was	  going	  to	  write.	  	  So,	  I	  just	  figured	  out	  what	  I	  wanted	  
to	  say	  while 	  writing	  my	  journal.
3 5 2 4 0 0.259
6 I	  would	  read 	  my	  own	  journal	  before	  submitting	  it. 4 3 3 2 2 0.910
7
I	  would	  revise	  and	  edit 	  my	  own	  journal	  before	  
submitting	  it. 3 5 0 2 4 0.259
8
I	  wrote	  what	  I	  thought	  [the	  professors]	  wanted	  to	  
“hear,”	  not	  what	  I	  really	  was	  thinking	  about	  the	  week’s	  
activities.
0 4 3 5 2 0.259
9
I	  discovered	  important	  ideas	  or	  thoughts	  while	  writing	  
my	  journal. 3 5 4 2 0 0.259
10
Writing	  the	  summary	  caused	  me	  to	  review	  content	  from	  
the	  previous	  week’s	  class. 6 6 1 1 0 0.014 **
11 Writing	  journals	  helped	  me	  learn	  about	  percussion. 2 7 1 4 0 0.027 **
12
Writing	  journals	  helped	  me	  learn	  about	  myself	  as	  a	  
learner,	  musician,	  future	  teacher,	  etc. 4 3 3 1 3 0.788
13
I	  let	  someone	  other	  than	  [the	  course	  professors]	  read	  
my	  journals. 1 3 3 5 2 0.534
14 I	  thought	  that	  my	  own	  journals	  were	  of	  a	  high	  quality. 1 7 2 4 0 0.027 **
15
I	  thought	  about	  journals	  during	  class 	  even	  when	  we	  
weren’t	  discussing	  journals. 3 4 3 3 1 0.788
16
I	  treated	  journals	  seriously	  and	  as	  an	  important	  aspect	  
of	  this	  course. 2 4 4 1 3 0.657
17
My	  attitude	  toward	  the	  value	  of	  the	  journals	  improved	  
across	  the	  semester. 1 8 1 1 3 0.011 **
18
I	  found	  that	  written	  feedback	  from	  [the	  researcher]	  on	  
the	  journals	  was	  educationally	  useful	  to	  me. 4 4 4 2 0 0.334
Notes:
*** Statistically	  significant	  at	  α	  =	  0.01.
** Statistically	  significant	  at	  α	  =	  0.05.
* Statistically	  significant	  at	  α	  =	  0.10.
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In addition, another four chi-square results yielded statistical significance at a 95% 
confidence level. As Table 1 shows, these were item numbers 10, 11, 14, and 17. Respectively, 
these items were worded as follows: 
• Writing the summary caused me to review content from the previous week’s class. 
• Writing journals helped me learn about percussion. 
• I thought that my own journals were of a high quality. 
• My attitude toward the value of the journals improved across the semester. 
Table 2 presents summary statistics for each of the 18 quantitative items. This table is 
ordered beginning with items that demonstrate the strongest positive consensus and ending with 
items that show the strongest negative consensus. None of the t-ratio values were statistically 
significant. Still, Table 2 adds value to our understanding of students’ opinions by showing the 
type of consensus among the students. 
Qualitative Results 
This section begins with findings from the questionnaire and metajournalings. Then, 
three anecdotes are presented. Names of students mentioned within the anecdotes are 
pseudonyms. Also, for ease of explication, the editorial “I” is employed to refer to the researcher 
within the anecdotes. 
Questionnaire and Metajournaling. Item nineteen on the questionnaire resulted in six 
open-ended responses. Those responses are reported in Table 3. One common point made by two 
respondents was that of an attitude change. Notice that two open-ended comments indicated an 
early dislike or lack of being “sure” about the value of the journals, but that opinion changed to 
something more positive over the span of the semester. Several of the items alluded to the types 
9
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of thinking that the journals elicited. These included recall thinking, creative thinking, and 
expressing opinions about musicality. 
Table 2 
Summary Statistics (questions ranked by t-ratio) 
  
# Item Mode Mean S.D. t-­‐ratio
[a] [b] [c] [d] [e] [f]	  =	  [d]/[e]
10 Writing	  the	  summary	  caused	  me	  to	  review	  content	  from	  the	  
previous	  week’s	  class.
2 1.214 0.893 1.360
18 I	  found	  that	  written	  feedback	  from	  [the	  researcher]	  on	  the	  journals	  
was	  educationally	  useful	  to	  me.
0 0.714 1.069 0.668
9 I	  discovered	  important	  ideas	  or	  thoughts	  while	  writing	  my	  journal. 1 0.643 1.008 0.638
3 I	  used	  the	  list	  of	  suggestions	  of	  things	  worthy	  of	  reacting	  to	  (the	  
week	  that	  I	  was	  sent	  one)	  to	  write	  my	  own	  journal.
1 0.500 1.019 0.491
11 Writing	  journals	  helped	  me	  learn	  about	  percussion. 1 0.500 1.092 0.458
5 I	  would	  begin	  writing	  my	  journal	  not	  knowing	  what	  I	  was	  going	  to	  
write.	  	  So,	  I	  just	  figured	  out	  what	  I	  wanted	  to	  say	  while 	  writing	  my	  
journal.
1 0.500 1.160 0.431
14 I	  thought	  that	  my	  own	  journals	  were	  of	  a	  high	  quality. 1 0.357 1.008 0.354
15 I	  thought	  about	  journals	  during	  class 	  even	  when	  we	  weren’t	  
discussing	  journals.
1 0.357 1.277 0.280
4 I	  thought	  about	  what	  I	  would	  write	  in	  my	  next	  journal	  before	  I	  sat	  
down	  at	  the	  computer	  to	  write	  it.
2 0.429 1.555 0.276
6 I	  would	  read 	  my	  own	  journal	  before	  submitting	  it. 2 0.357 1.447 0.247
1 I	  would	  read	  the	  assignment	  guidelines	  when	  preparing	  to	  write	  my	  
journal.
1 0.214 1.051 0.204
12 Writing	  journals	  helped	  me	  learn	  about	  myself	  as	  a	  learner,	  
musician,	  future	  teacher,	  etc.
2 0.286 1.541 0.185
17 My	  attitude	  toward	  the	  value	  of	  the	  journals	  improved	  across	  the	  
semester.
1 0.214 1.369 0.157
16 I	  treated	  journals	  seriously	  and	  as	  an	  important	  aspect	  of	  this	  
course.
0 0.071 1.385 0.052
7 I	  would	  revise	  and	  edit 	  my	  own	  journal	  before	  submitting	  it. 1 0.071 1.639 0.044
13 I	  let	  someone	  other	  than	  [the	  course	  professors]	  read	  my	  journals. -­‐1 -­‐0.286 1.204 -­‐0.237
2 I	  used	  the	  example	  journal	  as	  a	  guide	  for	  writing	  my	  own	  journal. -­‐1 -­‐0.286 0.994 -­‐0.287
8 I	  wrote	  what	  I	  thought	  [the	  professors]	  wanted	  to	  “hear,”	  not	  what	  I	  
really	  was	  thinking	  about	  the	  week’s	  activities.
-­‐1 -­‐0.357 1.082 -­‐0.330
Table	  2.	  	  Summary	  Statistics














♦ I	  feel	  the	  journals	  greatly	  helped	  my	  teaching	  abilities.	  I	  was	  able	  to	  evaluate	  others	  in	  
[my	  journals],	  and	  I	  learned	  to	  better	  express	  my	  opinion	  of	  their	  musicality.	  
	  
♦ I	  wasn’t	  sure	  about	  the	  journals	  in	  the	  beginning	  and	  thought	  of	  them	  purely	  as	  an	  
assignment,	  but	  I	  found	  them	  very	  useful	  once	  I	  took	  the	  time	  to	  delve	  into	  them	  and	  
use	  them	  for	  me	  as	  well	  as	  the	  class	  grade.	  It	  did	  benefit	  me.	  I	  would	  continue	  this	  if	  I	  
were	  teaching	  the	  class.	  
	  
♦ I	  think	  the	  original	  intent	  of	  the	  journals	  was	  changed…into	  something	  useless.	  
	  
♦ I	  did	  not	  like	  the	  journals	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  semester	  but	  I	  did	  come	  to	  actually	  like	  
the	  journals.	  I	  think	  they	  do	  have	  some	  good	  points	  like	  getting	  students	  to	  “react”	  and	  
think	  about	  music	  more.	  I	  will	  consider	  doing	  something	  like	  these	  in	  my	  classroom	  
someday.	  
	  
♦ I	  often	  forgot	  about	  the	  journals,	  so	  it’s	  a	  bummer	  that	  they	  actually	  impacted	  the	  
grade.	  If	  you	  really	  want	  their	  idea	  spend	  the	  last	  five	  minutes	  of	  class	  having	  them	  write	  
because	  it’s	  fresh	  in	  their	  mind	  (more	  effective).	  It	  did	  help	  me	  think	  creatively	  about	  
what	  we	  talked	  about	  in	  class.	  
	  
♦ I	  hated	  the	  journals.	  I	  did	  not	  find	  them	  useful	  at	  all	  other	  than	  helping	  me	  remember	  
what	  we	  did	  that	  week.	  They	  were	  a	  waste	  of	  time.	  
	  
 
Throughout the entire semester, only eight episodes of metajournaling occurred. 
Approximately half of these eight metajournaling episodes simply were apologies for the 
journals being too late or too short:  
I'm really sorry this is late. I understand if you don't accept it, but I thought it was worth a shot 
anyway! I continually make note cards of what we do in class so [that I will] remember for my 
journal, but then I always forget to do the journal, and I was out of town for the weekend, so it 
wasn't on my mind. 
 Another type of metajournaling that occurred more than once demonstrated concern with the 
quality of the journals. With the submission of the first journal, for example, two students asked 
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specifically if their journal was “ok” or it if matched what I was “looking for.” Importantly, these 
excerpts from journals exclusively defined quality with a reference to the researcher’s judgment 
of the journals. 
Anecdote #1. James, in particular, struggled to offer specifics within his journal. The first 
three journals that James wrote sometimes presented single-sentence summaries that contained 
no detail. My feedback consistently urged him to be more specific. During week four of the 
course, he wrote this in response to feedback: 
Week after week I only look forward to some negative remark you will have for my journal entry. 
I have looked at the questions that are presented on the sheet you gave on the first day of class and 
have tried to channel my thinking in light of the sample questions you present. However, week 
after week my reactions are always sub par according to your opinion…. So I am left with a 
feeling of frustration. 
At various points throughout the semester, James approached me to discuss the value of journals 
and to question the reasonableness of my criticisms of his journals. He consistently noted that his 
opinion was that detailed summaries were not particularly useful to him. In fact, he noted that 
one-word summaries could help him recall the content from the previous week. Additional 
summary was, in his view, superfluous. 
Anecdote #2. Anna had produced particularly strong and detailed journals during the first 
four weeks of the semester. During week five of the course, I solicited her opinion: 
As you can see, my feedback to you on this journal indicates that you are doing exactly what the 
assignment asks you to do, and you are doing it well. That begs a question. Are you finding 
journals to be useful to you as a learning tool? 
She responded and noted that they were useful, but she knew that others in the class did not feel 
the same way. I replied to this email by asking her what she would say to her classmates to help 
them see her perspective on their value. Anna replied: 
12
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Well, you can tell them that they may not think it is beneficial…. but if they put the right amount 
of effort into it they are bound to get something out of it…. [I]t is a chance for one on one help, or 
questions that they don't feel comfortable asking in class. And maybe just a way to think 
differently than they have been thinking. You get out of it what you put into it. If they think that it 
is easy and boring, tell them to delve deeper into learning about [percussion]. The summary is 
easy, you just write what you have learned throughout the week. The reaction is where they can 
talk about if they are understanding…. [I]n this journal they can get extra help, or…go deeper and 
learn more…. No matter which way they take it, it will better them in the long run, if they let it. 
Anecdote #3. At the end of week six, one student brought up journals as a topic for 
discussion during the last five minutes of class. This student asked for an example journal from 
me. When I asked her why she thought that an example would be useful, another student 
responded by saying that several students felt as if they were “doing it wrong,” so an example 
might help get them back on the right track. I replied by asking the general question to the class, 
“What makes you believe that you are doing it wrong?” The general consensus among the class 
was that my feedback always seemed to be, in the words of one student, “pushing for more.” In 
an effort to help them develop an opinion that my feedback was not about “right” and “wrong,” I 
asked, “What is the point of writing journals?” “To allow you to do your research,” one student 
quipped. As a result of this during-class discussion, Edwin wrote about his view within the next 
journal: 
Before I start my journal I need to get something off my chest. Thank you for attendance journals. 
I think the attendance journal is a great idea. I like how they make you think for yourself and 
analyze what you learn. These are skills [that] we need to be a teacher, and I appreciate them…. I 
was really annoyed with the complaints on Thursday. It was hard for me to imagine why this was 
such a big deal. It’s a paragraph a week over stuff we did. And even if we don't do it well enough 
you aren't going to e-mail us back saying, “Well, your summary wasn't good enough so I'm failing 
this attendance journal.” We always get credit. Maybe some people just have a problem with 
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constructive criticism. I know my journals aren't always perfect but you give me suggestions, I 
think about them and try to include them in my next journal…. I think a lot of people are treating 
attendance journals more like homework rather than a reflection. They think it is more important 
for you to give us a pat on the head rather than improve our ability to analyze and critically think 
about things we learn. So thanks for attendance journals. I appreciate a teacher who is more 
concerned about getting students to think rather than parrot back information. 
Discussion 
This section of the paper puts the findings in a more functional context by focusing on 
students’ preparations for writing the journals, their journal writing practices, and their 
perceptions of various outcomes of the journaling experience. Cumulatively, a discussion of each 
provides opportunity for better understanding of students’ opinions and practices. Within the 
discussion of each, interpretations and possible explanations are offered. 
Students’ Preparation for Writing Journals 
Several items on the questionnaire were designed to consider the students’ methods of 
preparing to write the journal. Table 4 presents these items. Two inferences from this table are 
worthy of discussion. 
The first point worthy of discussion is the fact that all of the means presented in Table 4 
fall in a range between disagree and agree. In fact, the t-values in that table suggest that the 
means are not statistically different from 0, which indicates that the students were “not sure.” In 
plain language, the t-values display preparation practices that perhaps fell below students’ 
awareness of their approach to preparing to write the journals. This inference is bolstered by one 
of the students’ answers to the open-ended questionnaire item. The student claimed to “often 
forget about the journals.” That is, journals fell below this students’ awareness. 
14




Preparing to Write Journals 
 
This same student suggested using “the last five minutes of class having them write because it’s 
fresh in their mind.” If, in fact, students were “not sure” as to their own preparation practices, 
then certainly one could assume that students were not benefiting from journals as profoundly as 
they would through a more conscious process; a level of awareness of one’s own practices is 
needed in order for journal writing to have an impact on students’ learning. Particularly, if 
journals are to contribute to the types of metacognition that Apfelstadt (1996) and others (e.g., 
Knowlton et al., 2004) have described, then students need to be more fully aware of their 
preparations for writing the journals. 
The second point from Table 4 that is worthy of discussion relates to the statistically 
significant (α = 0.01) chi-square probability (0.008) for item one on the questionnaire. This 
finding suggests an observed frequency that tended toward agreement that students read the 
assignment guidelines (see Appendix) when preparing to write their journals. As Table 1 shows, 
eight of the 14 respondents “agree” with the statement. The implications of the agreement on the 
use of the assignment guidelines combined with the lack of agreement regarding the use of the 
# Item Mode Mean S.D. t-­‐ratio X2	  Prob
1
I	  would	  read	  the	  assignment	  guidelines	  when	  
preparing	  to	  write	  my	  journal. 1 0.214 1.051 0.204 0.008
2 I	  used	  the	  example	  journal	  as	  a	  guide	  for	  
writing	  my	  own	  journal.
-­‐1 -­‐0.286 0.994 -­‐0.287 0.086
3
I	  used	  the	  list	  of	  suggestions	  of	  things	  worthy	  
of	  reacting	  to	  (the	  week	  that	  I	  was	  sent	  one)	  
to	  write	  my	  own	  journal.
1 0.500 1.019 0.491 0.152
4
I	  thought	  about	  what	  I	  would	  write	  in	  my	  next	  
journal	  before	  I	  sat	  down	  at	  the	  computer	  to	  
write	  it.
2 0.429 1.555 0.276 0.534
Table	  4.	  	  Preparing	  to	  Write	  Journals
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example journal (item 2) and lists of suggestions for reactions (item 3) are, overall, positive. 
When students receive example journals, they often are tempted simply to provide journals that 
are closely modeled on the ideas in the example journal (Thomeczek et al., 2005). Similarly, 
when students base their reactions on a provided list of topics, they set aside their own authority 
to determine what is reaction worthy; instead, they simply are responding to the initiative of the 
professor. Therefore, if students tended to privilege the assignment guidelines over either an 
example journal or list of topics, then they retained authority to “ask themselves how who they 
are shapes what they know” (Takacs, 2003, p. 38). Such a question is an essential prelude to 
metacognitive thinking and the types of discovery that can come from journal writing. 
Journal Writing Practices 
Another list of items from the questionnaire provided insight into students’ processes. 
Whereas Table 4 focused on preparing to write the journals, Table 5 focuses on the actual 
writing process. Table 5 shows item numbers 5, 6, 7, 8, and 13. As shown in Table 5, the t-values 
indicate that none of the means are statistically different from zero. Thus the means indicate that 
students were “not sure” of their own writing process. Furthermore, none of the chi-square 
probabilities are statistically significant, even at liberal alpha levels, and the standard deviations 
suggest lots of variety within students’ responses. In short, students’ writing practices varied and 
those practices seem to fall below students’ own level of awareness. 
The idea that students were not aware of their own writing processes is similar to the 
argument made in the previous section where it was noted that students were not aware of their 
own preparation practices. In some ways, these inferences connecting a collective “not sure” to a 
lack of awareness in the process are supported by qualitative data.  
16




Process of Writing Journals 
 
Because Anna believed that many of her classmates did not value journals, she urged them to 
“put the right amount of effort into it” as a remedy. Edwin seemed to have arrived at a similar 
conclusion: “I think a lot of people are treating attendance journals more like homework rather 
than a reflection. They think it is more important for you to give us a pat on the head rather than 
improve our ability to analyze and critically think about things we learn.” 
Both Anna and Edwin seemed to suggest the need for a different mindset toward 
journals, if journals are to serve an educationally useful function. Why did students in this class 
seem to not have that mindset? To what can one attribute the variety and lack of awareness of 
their own processes? As noted earlier, journals rarely were discussed during class and were not 
integrated into the life cycle of the course. Therefore, students received little guidance on their 
# Item Mode Mean S.D. t-­‐ratio X2	  Prob
5
I	  would	  begin	  writing	  my	  journal	  
not	  knowing	  what	  I	  was	  going	  to	  
write.	  	  So,	  I	  just	  figured	  out	  
what	  I	  wanted	  to	  say	  while	  
writing	  my	  journal.
1 0.500 1.160 0.431 0.259217
6 I	  would	  read 	  my	  own	  journal	  
before	  submitting	  it.
2 0.357 1.447 0.247 0.909796
7 I	  would	  revise	  and	  edit 	  my	  own	  
journal	  before	  submitting	  it.
1 0.071 1.639 0.044 0.259217
8
I	  wrote	  what	  I	  thought	  [the	  
professors]	  wanted	  to	  “hear,”	  
not	  what	  I	  really	  was	  thinking	  
about	  the	  week’s	  activities.
-­‐1 -­‐0.357 1.082 -­‐0.330 0.259217
13
I	  let	  someone	  other	  than	  [the	  
course	  professors]	  read	  my	  
journals.
-­‐1 -­‐0.286 1.204 -­‐0.237 0.53421
Table	  5.	  	  Process	  of	  Writing	  Journals
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journals other than through the a priori assignment guidelines and the written feedback from the 
researcher. It is reasonable to conclude that the lack of integrating notions of journaling 
processes into the course hindered students’ abilities to approach the process with learning 
integrity. Such a conclusion seems to reflect the ideas of Takacs (2003), who noted that when 
educators teach students the processes that will help them learn, 
we help students sample the rigors and delights of the examined life. When we ask students to 
learn to think for themselves and to understand themselves as thinkers—rather than telling them 
what to think and have them recite it back—we help foster habits of introspection, analysis, and 
open, joyous communication. (p. 28) 
These habits might enhance students’ notions of preparatory and writing process within the 
journals. 
One could speculate that integrating journals into the course might have improved 
students’ perceptions of journals as reported elsewhere in the questionnaire. For example, as 
Table 2 shows, collectively speaking, students did not tend to approach journals “seriously and 
as an important aspect of [the] course” (mode = 0, mean = 0.071). Would a less laissez-faire 
approach to journals during class have created stronger attitudes about the seriousness of 
journals? More related to Table 5 and this section of the paper, one could further speculate that 
stronger approaches to integrating journals into the life cycle of the class might have created 
statistically significant results on other items regarding the students’ process. For example, might 
students have let others read their journals more readily and taken more chances in their writing 
processes if journals had been integrated into other elements of the course? 
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Outcomes of Journals 
A final area into which the data provide insight is the “outcomes” of the journals. Table 6 
presents items that focus on outcomes. Specifically, items 9, 10, 11, 12, 14, 17, and 18 are 
presented. 
Table 6 
Outcomes of Journals 
 
One of the research questions asked earlier in this paper concerned the degree to which students 
experienced the types of discovery that the literature suggested they would. Item 9 provides 
insight toward the answer. Superficially, the results may seem positive based on Table 1, as three 
students strongly agreed and another five agreed that they “discovered important ideas or 
thoughts while writing [the] journals.” In fact, the mean for that item was the third highest of all 
items. However, as Table 6 shows statistically, neither the t-values nor chi-square probabilities 
# Item Mode Mean S.D. t-­‐ratio X2	  Prob
9
I	  discovered	  important	  ideas	  or	  thoughts	  
while	  writing	  my	  journal. 1 0.643 1.008 0.638
0.2592
10
Writing	  the	  summary	  caused	  me	  to	  review	  
content	  from	  the	  previous	  week’s	  class. 2 1.214 0.893 1.360
0.0144
11
Writing	  journals	  helped	  me	  learn	  about	  
percussion. 1 0.500 1.092 0.458
0.0266
12
Writing	  journals	  helped	  me	  learn	  about	  
myself	  as	  a	  learner,	  musician,	  future	  
teacher,	  etc.
2 0.286 1.541 0.185 0.7881
14
I	  thought	  that	  my	  own	  journals	  were	  of	  a	  
high	  quality. 1 0.357 1.008 0.354 0.027
17
My	  attitude	  toward	  the	  value	  of	  the	  journals	  
improved	  across	  the	  semester. 1 0.214 1.369 0.157 0.011
18
I	  found	  that	  written	  feedback	  from	  [the	  
researcher]	  on	  the	  journals	  was	  
educationally	  useful	  to	  me.
0 0.714 1.069 0.668 0.334
Table	  6.	  	  Outcomes	  of	  Journals
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were significant; students in the collective did not experience discovery of important ideas or 
thoughts while writing the journals. 
Another item reported in Table 6 that garnered positive results dealt with feedback from 
the researcher. In fact, the mean for this item (0.714) was the second highest of all the means, 
with four students strongly agreeing and four agreeing that the feedback that they received on the 
journals was “educationally useful.” When examined in a larger context, this positive result is 
somewhat perfunctory because feedback from the researcher signaled the end of a journal cycle. 
In other words, once students received this feedback that many of them found useful, they were 
finished with the ideas in that particular journal and moved on to the next week’s journal. 
Perhaps it could be argued that each cycle ended as the students were starting to see the positive 
results of journaling. Journals can create an effective communication and feedback loop between 
professors and students (Blackmore, 2002; Garmon, 2001). However, in this case, perhaps the 
loop was not fully closed in ways that would allow for meaningful exchange of ideas. 
As discussed in the findings section, four of the items shown throughout Table 6 (i.e., 
Items 10, 11, 14, and 17) show statistically significant chi-square probabilities (α = 0.05). Most 
students reported that writing the summary caused them to review content from the previous 
week (6 strongly agrees, 6 agree) and that journals helped them to learn about percussion (2 
strongly agrees, 7 agree). Even more certain is the statistically significant result that students’ 
attitudes about the value of journals improved across the semester (1 strongly agree, 8 agree). 
Perhaps the improved attitude was the result of learning gains about percussion. However, even 
though the chi-square probabilities on these items were statistically significant, the t-values were 
not. Thus, the means for each item indicate, in their collective, a finding that students were “not 
sure” of their own beliefs on these items. 
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More conceptually, both “reviewing” and “learning” did not provide insight into the level 
of cognition that occurred in conjunction with journal writing. Indeed, reviewing and learning 
might imply only very low types of cognitive activity—say “knowledge” or “comprehension” on 
Bloom’s Cognitive Taxonomy (Bloom, Englehart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwohl, 1956). Recall that 
James noted that one-word summaries were meaningful enough to help him recall content. 
Notice, too, that Table 3 provides one student’s perception that journals were a “waste of time” 
because they only served to help that student remember what was done during class the previous 
week. The implication seems to be that much learning occurred only at the recall level. The lack 
of statistical significance of either chi-square probabilities or the t-ratios for item 12 also 
supports this more cautionary interpretation. Certainly, learning about the self and one’s own 
learning indicates higher levels of Bloom’s Cognitive taxonomy. Because students did not feel 
that these types of learning were achieved, it is reasonable to conclude that journaling about 
percussion and the previous week’s class resulted in learning on low and perfunctory levels. 
Conclusions and Implications 
Both Barry (1996) and Conway (1997) implemented journals within music education 
courses. Each found that the results left something to be desired. In many ways, this study 
confirms their findings by illuminating shortcomings of the journals, though some positive 
aspects have been presented within this paper. This section discusses implications for the 
pedagogy of methods courses and directions for future research. 
Pedagogy of Methods Courses 
The discussion section of this paper hypothesized that the lack of substantive integration 
of journals into the life cycle of the class hindered students’ perceptions of journals. Because the 
class focused on strategies and techniques, the types of thinking and reflection that journals 
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promote seemed out of place. Still, even if a methods course focuses solely on teaching strategies 
and performance techniques, this paper lends credence to journal use, as students did review 
course content to write their journals and claimed that the journals helped them learn about 
percussion. If, however, methods courses aim students toward metacognitive, aesthetic, 
emotional, and higher-order thinking, then pedagogy of methods courses must more fully 
embrace journals as integral to the class. Conservatively, educators could integrate journals by 
targeting specific in-class activities and ask students to summarize and react to these activities. 
Consider the possibility, for example, of asking students to summarize and react to their own 
performance of an etude or the performance of a classmate. Another conservative means for 
integrating journals might be to allow journals to become rough draft material for more 
substantial papers or written exams (Duke, 1987). 
Less conservatively, journals could be used to take center stage within a methods course, 
such that many classroom activities, simulations, and discussions would flow out of students’ 
summaries and reactions. Such an approach aligns itself with Bain’s (2004) “Natural critical 
learning environment” (p. 99). Bain (2004) argued for an environment that positions students and 
their ideas in higher prominence than discipline or content. Such a place of prominence requires 
professors to ask students to “begin struggling with an issue from their own perspective” and “to 
articulate a position” (Bain, 2004, p. 110). This type of struggle and perspective-taking occurs 
“even before [students] know much about it” (Bain, 2004, p. 110). This type of shift in a 
methods classroom would better reflect the importance of the types of careful thinking that are 
described as journal benefits. 
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Directions for Future Research 
The authors have proffered several speculations and hypotheses throughout this paper, all 
of which could serve as the basis of future research. For example, it has been put forth that 
perhaps integrating journals more strongly into the life cycle of a class might improve students’ 
attitudes and practices regarding journals. The discussion section also suggested that students’ 
claims of learning might be based on a different perception of learning than what has been 
suggested in the literature. Research in these areas is necessary. 
Absent from this study are descriptive statistics and identifiers of the students. Would 
such descriptions provide additional insights into students’ opinions and practices? For example, 
might gender differences be evident in considering students’ opinions about the value of 
journals? Do music education students who are earning certification in elementary school 
teaching view journals differently from, perhaps, students who are aiming to be high school band 
directors? Did percussion majors within the class have different opinions about journals than 
non-percussion majors? Descriptive data could add additional insights. 
Some of the existing research has focused more on reflecting on performance than on 
reflecting on class sessions (e.g., Brown, 2009; Lebler, 2007). Would students’ perceptions have 
been different if the course had been performance-based as opposed to methods-based? Research 
is needed to generalize this question and to determine what types of experiences need to be 
targeted as the basis for journals. 
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You will get some attendance credit by just showing up for class. Most of your credit for 
attendance, however, will come through your attendance journal. Your attendance journal is a 
weekly email that you send to [the course professor]. You have one attendance journal due each 
week. Your attendance journal should include a heading of “summary” and a heading of 
“reaction.”  
 
Within Your Summary  
Your summary should report the highlights of what we did in class that week—the topics 
covered that you found to be significant and/or activities that we did that you found to be the 
most meaningful. Your summary should include some specifics and details about what you 
learned about the topics and from the activities.  
 
Within Your Reaction  
Your reaction should go beyond summary. Your reactions will be judged in terms of whether 
you provide evidence of higher types of thinking and reflection. You certainly would not want to 
answer all of the following questions in your reaction (and feel free to ignore these questions 
altogether), but the following are meant to support your ability to write a good reaction: 
• What was hard (or surprisingly easy) about what we did in class (either content or activities)? 
Why did you find it hard (or why do you think that it was easier than you had imagined)? 
• How did the content or activities change your views about yourself (as a musician, teacher, 
learner)? 
• How did the content or activities change your views about percussion or music? 
• What connections can you make between what we did during class and your own experiences 
as a musician, teacher, learner, and/or music listener? 
• What content and/or ideas and/or things said during class were uncomfortable to you, and so 
now you must “grapple” with them? What exactly made them uncomfortable? 
 
Deadlines: [The professors] should receive your journal between the end of class on Thursday 
and Sunday night at 11:59 p.m. It is considered “late” after 11:59 p.m. on Sunday night. 
 
The following bullet points offer suggestions for maximizing the educational benefit of your 
journals: 
• Do not play it safe. Be honest. You will learn far less by telling [the course professors] what 
you think [they] want to hear than you will by exploring your own reactions to class content.  
• Use feedback on previous journals to improve future ones. [One of the course professors] will 
always respond to your journal within 48 hours. He will sometimes make suggestions and give 
advice for improving your journal. Sometimes, journals might be discussed during class. Use 
these responses, suggestions, and discussions, to improve your future journals. 
• Do not treat journals as formal essays that must be revised, edited, and polished. Length, 
grammar, spelling, and punctuation are all irrelevant! Simply “think on paper”—get your ideas 
“out there” in ways that show a clear summary and a thoughtful reaction. 
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